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On June 30, citizens of the Buenos Aires Federal District elected their mayor by direct vote for the
first time. Union Civica Radical (UCR) candidate Fernando de la Rua took the election, defeating
incumbent Jorge Dominguez of the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) and Norberto La
Porta of the Frente del Pais Solidario (FREPASO) alliance. While President Carlos Saul Menem and
the PJ played down the defeat, it promises to exacerbate tensions within the governing party as
leaders look to 1997 congressional and 1998 presidential elections. The 2.5 million eligible voters in
Buenos Aires made their choice from among 11 candidates. De la Rua captured 39.88% of the valid
votes cast, La Porta received 26.53%, and Dominguez took 18.61%. Dissident Peronist Gustavo Beliz,
running under the banner of the Nueva Dirigencia, came in fourth, with 13.09%.
Until the Constitution was changed in 1994, the president simply appointed the mayor of Buenos
Aires, which is home to 3.5 million of Argentina's 34 million people and the second-largest electoral
district, after the province of Buenos Aires. Given that the method for administering the city
government was changed as well in 1994, in the current elections voters also cast ballots for 60
delegates to the assembly to draw up governing statutes, prepare the new mayor's job description,
and even set the date for his assumption of office (see NotiSur, 02/02/96).
In the election for assembly delegates, FREPASO, headed by Graciela Fernandez Meijide, came
in first with 38% of the votes; the UCR, led by Miguel Angel Inchausti, came in second with 27%;
and the PJ's slate, led by vice president Carlos Ruckauf, came in third, with 15%. Mayor-elect De
la Rua enjoys a reputation for moderation and honesty and a successful term as mayor of Buenos
Aires could well put him in line for a future presidential bid. His victory is a clear boost for the UCR,
which had been on a downward slide since former president Raul Alfonsin left office in 1989. The
party was soundly defeated in the 1995 presidential election, coming in third nationally behind both
the PJ and FREPASO. In addition, the election was a warning to the PJ.
Nevertheless, Menem minimized its importance, saying that "it's just another election," and
pointing out that Buenos Aires voters have long eluded the PJ. Interior Minister Carlos Corach
denied that De la Rua's win was a vote to "punish" the PJ, but admitted that it was a criticism that
must be taken seriously. Most analysts conclude that the loss was a clear indication that voters are
unhappy with the continuing economic recession, and that unhappiness could seriously affect the
outcome of the 1997 congressional elections. The head of the PJ in Buenos Aires, Eduardo Vaca, said
the PJ's defeat could be attributed to the economic problems, including the growing fiscal deficit and
the lack of support and credit for small and medium-sized industry. However, he acknowledged that
the most serious economic problem is the staggering rate of unemployment which reached 17.1% for
May and which the administration has been unable to turn around. Vaca said, "It is now necessary
to modify economic policies. Stability is no longer enough."
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And former economy minister and PJ Senator Antonio Cafiero also criticized the current economic
plan. "There is a general disappointment with the social consequences of the economic model,"
Cafiero said. A poll taken in late June by the private public opinion firm Manuel Mora y Araujo,
Noguera y Asociados indicated that 69% of the economically active population (EAP) were either
"very worried" or "somewhat worried" about losing their jobs, while only 26% of those responding
said they felt their jobs were "stable."
The poll also showed that people were willing to make major concessions, such as working longer
hours, reducing or adjusting vacation benefits, or working different shifts, to keep their jobs. This
has the labor movement concerned that hard-won benefits for the working class are being lost.
Meanwhile, while Menem tried to put the best spin on the electoral loss, PJ militants soon began
assigning blame. One of the main targets was Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo principal
architect of the government's economic program who has been under fire for several months.
"Cavallo bears most of the responsibility for the election loss," said Vaca. "If the minister is not
willing to make the necessary changes, they must be made at any rate." One of the criticisms
against Cavallo is that, two days before the elections, he released the latest unemployment figures,
confirming the public's worst fears that unemployment, which peaked at 18.4% in May 1995, had not
improved significantly.
Cavallo was also criticized for his unenthusiastic support for Dominguez during the campaign.
According to analysts, when the economy was doing well, Cavallo enjoyed considerable popularity
and was praised for reducing inflation and promoting growth, and he was safe from attacks within
the administration. However, when the fallout from the Mexico peso crisis in late 1994 plunged
Argentina into recession, Cavallo began to have more difficulty fending off criticism from within the
party as well as from the opposition. His "economic miracle" became just another of the continent's
structural adjustment plans (SAPs) that carried an extremely high social cost.
Following the disconcerting loss in Buenos Aires, Menem has instructed his Cabinet to formulate
a plan to respond to the social and economic crisis. Secretary for Social Development Eduardo
Amadeo met with various ministers, including Cavallo and Alberto Mazza, minister of social action,
to design the new measures. Amadeo said current government policies target the poorest segment
of society, but new policies would also respond to the growing number of heads of families that are
being forced into the ranks of the unemployed the country's working poor.
Meanwhile, the elections set off a flurry of political activity within all the parties that is focused on
the still distant presidential elections. UCR president Rodolfo Terragno called on the parties to agree
to a moratorium on the precipitous activities of those beset by "presidential fever," the scramble to
replace Menem in 1999. Terragno said politicians should be making the socioeconomic crisis their
priority, not the next presidency. "There are 15,000 heads of family each month who are being forced
into the ranks of the unemployed and this calls for an urgent solution," said Terragno. "The hasty
positioning is probably totally useless and even counterproductive." (Sources: Reuter, 06/28/96,
07/02/96; Agence France-Presse, 06/24/96, 06/30-07/02/96, 07/10/96, 07/12/96)
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